Improvisational theater may seem to be a distant concept from daily meetings, emails and routine tasks, but as we'll "learn through doing" in this session, many connections exist between the two. For example, what do you do when someone gives you a problem that needs an immediate solution? Honing improv skills helps you improve quick thinking, flexibility and collaboration. This session will show and tell how to start improving through improv!
Introduction
On the last Friday of each month at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, you can find a rag-tag team of cross campus selfselected leaders standing in a circle in one of the student unions, passing each other an imaginary red ball. No, this isn't a sign that they've finally cracked, but a sign that they've discovered a growing secret to practicing leadership skills in an improvisational setting. The same brain pathways that enable actors to quickly respond in a scene are used every day to respond in all types of situations. Spending time practicing in an Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. Copyrights for components of this work owned by others than ACM must be honored. Abstracting with credit is permitted. To copy otherwise, or republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires prior specific permission and/or a fee. Request permissions from permissions@acm.org. SIGUCCS '19, November 03-06, 2019, New Orleans, LA, USA © 2019 Association for Computing Machinery. ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-5774-6/19/11...$15.00 https://doi.org/10.1145/3347709.3347786 improv setting can help us to strengthen those brain pathways and become better leaders. My intention is to share some easy activities that can be implemented on any campus.
Overview of Workshop

Set up of Workshop
This workshop will take place in a large room with chairs and tables pushed against the walls. The workshop will be limited in size to 25 participants so that all participants have the opportunity to engage in workshop activities. Participants will spend most of the workshop on their feet, with one seated activity. Participants should come ready to participate in Improv activities.
Opening Activity
The workshop will open with a very brief guided meditation. A few moments focus on the breath, will bring participants awareness out of their heads and into their bodies. Once everyone is present in the workshop, I will lead us in a group focus activity. Group focus activities are used in theater and youth group type settings to create a shared focus with the intention of increasing group function and creativity. A focus activity is similar concept to a warm up used by musicians; however, instead of warming up your voice or an instrument, the group as a whole is the focus. One example of a group focus activity is Zip Zap Zop, during which the group stands in a circle, the first person points to someone else in the circle and says "zip" that person points to someone else and says "zap" and so on.
Thinking on Your Feet
Once our focus activity is complete, we will move into the second activity. This activity will give participants an opportunity to think on their feet in a fun and fast-paced game where they act out one activity but tell their scene partner they are performing a different one. Unlike an urgent issue at work, this game will enable participants to make mistakes while responding quickly and creatively. From personal experience, "What are you doing?" is a low stakes but often-hilarious way to engage quickly and fail fast.
Open Yourself to Ideas
It is well known that the main premise of improv is to accept and welcome all ideas from other participants using the concept of "yes, and….". While accepting all ideas may not be feasible in a Higher Ed setting, using improv as a tool to practice acceptance and exploration of ideas can help us reframe requests in our daily interactions. We will practice with partners, using the improv standard "yes, and" to explore how radical acceptance feels.
Creating with Others
The ability to not only work with others but to create something of value with others is important to leaders everywhere. As a group, we will create a story one word at a time and learn what it feels like when we work with what we are given. This activity requires participants to focus on the moment and because the story frequently changes, planning is not necessarily rewarded in this exercise.
Conclusions
Life comes at us fast, and practicing the art of improvisational theater can help us think "at the top of our intelligence:" on our feet, creatively and flexibly. This workshop has been an introduction to the improv concept, but the true rewards come through repeated practice. I hope participants are interested in taking these ideas back to their campuses and implementing Leadership Improv groups. My references provide further reading or feel free to reach out to me.
